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Ethics at Case Western Reserve University
WINTER 1998
DIRECTOR'S CORNER by Robert P. Lawry
Individual and Community
Over the last fifteen years or so, the most heated debate in the academic world of legal 
and political theory has been between traditional liberals and a group identifying themselves as 
communitarians.
The liberal group lines up behind John Rawls and Ronald Dworkin in arguing for the 
priority of the “right” over the “good.” This priority should be understood in two ways: (1) 
individual rights are not to be sacrificed for the sake of the common good; and (2) the 
principles of Justice which account for these rights must be “neutral” principles, Le,^ they 
cannot be premised on a particular vision of what is “good” for people. What is “good” for 
any individual is to be determined by that individual, not be any other person nor by the state.
The communitarians align themselves with Michael Sandel and Amitai Etzioni. 
Communitarians argue that the liberal position is unsound because it is based on a truncated 
and unrealistic understanding of the moral self For liberals “the self is prior to its ends.” For 
communitarians, the self is always a social being, situated in a particular wd? of duties and 
attachments, many of which are not and caimot be freely chosen by the hypothetical 
disembodied self of the liberal dream. In short we are citizens and members of femilies, with 
aims and attachments that partly constitute the persons we are. It is mistaken, in this view, to 
see the self as a wholly separate, independent person, coolly detached from the swirl of 
communal life around us. We are part of that life, we cannot understand ourselves as separate 
fromh.
Liberals rqoin that the communitarian view of life which aflBrms attachments and 
situateness leads to prejudice and intolerance. Communitarians counter the rejoinder by 
affirming the point that intolerance is more likely when there is rootlessness and a breakdown in 
communal life.
At the level of abstraction at which the debate is usually carried on, it is easy to become 
confused because both sides seem to have something valuable to say. Clearly in America we 
are all in fevor of some basic ri^ts, which we are loathe to give up to the majority. But just as
dearly, there must be some cx>mmon goals and values to bind us together in something other 
than a loose confederation of selfish individuals. Part of the problem is the way we define the 
terms we use and the assumptions-often unarticulated—that undergirt these definitions. As 
one example, take the sentence I wrote above; “...we are all in favor of some basic rights, 
which we are loathe to give up to the majority.” True enough; but would we willingly back 
away fi'om seeking certain “new rights” in order that the common good be enhanced? That 
question is more ambiguous. At least we might want to know what those “new rights” are; 
and we would certainly want to know what we meant by the common good.
Let me proflFer a concrete example of what I am trying to say. Take the problem of 
physician-assisted suicide. Reversing two federal appellate courts last spring, the Supreme 
Court determined there was no fimdamental constitutional right to a physidan-assisted suidde. 
All thoughtful people to the debate are concerned about the prospect of unmitigated suflFering 
of some of our dtizens at the end of life. Nevertheless, the Court saw the prospect of 
establishing a right to physician-assisted suidde as leading down a “slippery slope,” which 
would result in the devaluation of the lives of the old, the disabled and the poor. Some, of 
course, scoff at the prediction that such a “slippery slope” is ahead of us once we grant the 
right to physidan-assisted suidde. That is partly an empirical “guesstimation” of cause and 
effect. But baldly put, the liberals would say the “right” should trump the potential 
devaluation. The communitarians say we should not extend such a right in the face of this 
prediction of bad communal effects. I side with the communitarians—and the Court—on this 
one, though the fectual investigation and the argumentation that led me to this stand is too 
complicated to set out here. My point in raising this predse public policy issue is simply to 
concretize the liberal-communitarian debate that all concerned dtizens are part o^ even if we 
do not quite know how.
GOOD~Bm DENISE
After 27 months of dedicated, cheerful, and incredibly competent 
work, Denise Coleman, Department Assistant to the CPE, is leaving us. 
Denise is moving on to become Director of Recruitment and Admissions at 
the Mandel Center for Non-profit Organizations here at C.W.R.U. It is 
good to know Denise will not be far away, so that I can call her when the 
panic of “what am I supposed to be doing?” sets in.
All of us connected to the CPE will miss her greatly; I will miss her 
more than I can say. She has been a wonderful teammate and a dear 
friend. However, she is making a good career move for herself; and she 
leaves with my blessing in addition to my deep appreciation for all that she 
has done and all that she has meant to the CPE. I know that all of you who 
have had any contact with Denise during her time with us endorse my 
sentiments, and join with me in wishing her “God speed” as she moves into 
her exciting new position at the Mandel Center.
ETHICS DINNER FEATURES BARBARA J. BLODGETT
(Barbara J. Blodgett pictured here with Ethics Fellow, Jonathan Sadowsky)
June, 1997 marked the end of the two year Summer Ethics Institute. As our 
readership will recall, this program was developed to help professors at C.W.R.U. 
strengthen their knowledge of ethics; and to help incorporate their newly found learning 
into courses within their own disciplines. Upon completion of the Institute, the CPE was 
left with the decision of how to continue building on the enthusiasm stemming from this 
collegial experience. The Center wanted to provide a medium through which the Ethics 
Fellows could meet to exchange ideas and share their experiences.
On November 4, 1997, the Center took a step towards this goal by hosting its first 
ethics dinner. 22 guests were present at the dinner featuring guest speaker Barbara J. 
Blodgett. Professor Blodgett is a visiting instructor in the Religion Department at Oberlin 
College. In addition to having held such positions as Associate Pastor at First 
Congregational Church in Amherst, MA and Coordinator of the Teaching Fellow Training 
Program at Yale University Graduate School, Professor Blodgett has several articles that 
have been published. Her lecture was titled, “The Schoolroom”: E.B. White’s Stuart 
Little and the Ethics of Teaching Ethics. Her talk was based upon her belief that teaching 
ethics implicated at least two moral dilemmas: Is the role of the ethics teacher ever to be 
an advocate for a particular point of view? Is ethics education the same as or different 
from moral education? These questions helped to stimulate a great deal of dialogue 
among the attendees.
The evening was deemed a great success by all involved. The CPE hopes that this 
event is just one of many to follow.
DR. CAROLINE WHITBECKPRESENTS INAUGURAL LECTURE
On Wednesday, November 19, 1997, Dr. Caroline Whitbeck addressed the University 
community with her inaugural lecture, as the Elmer G. Beamer-Hubert H. Schneider Professor 
in Ethics in the Department of Philosophy. A broad range of faculty and friends attended the 
event, which was held in the 1914 Lounge in Thwing Center.
(Caroline Whitbeck)
Her lecture, titled “Forward-Looking Responsibility in a Rapidly Changing World,” 
outlined six different topics. The first was the general concept of responsibility. Under this 
topic, senses of responsibility were broken down into either moral/ethical or causal. 
Moral/ethical responsibility is further divided into two headings: prospective or retrospective. 
Prospective is utilized for desirable results only. Retrospective is used for desirable results, to 
praise or assign credit, or undesirable results, to blame or assign guilt. Causal responsibility is 
usually discussed for negative results. The second part of the lecture dealt with a more in 
depth look at retrospective responsibility. Foresight, responsibility, and standards of care was 
the next topic and it closed in on the fact that the times and challenges that one faces are 
consistently changing. The fourth area of discussion faced rapid change and “moral 
pioneering.” Being a “pioneer” places the individual in situations that are riddled with the 
unknown and unanticipated. The fifth part of the lecture gave examples of how the research 
environment has changed from before 1980, where wrongdoings were seen as deviations 
from the norm, to the present, where reliable behavior is stressed in dealing with common 
responsibilities. Finally, Dr. Whitbeck concluded her talk by discussing the burden of creating 
educational environments that are conducive to learning new responsibilities. An example of 
such would be the World Wide Web Ethics Center for Engineering & Science, a creation of Dr. 
Whitbeck’s. The WWW Ethics Center is a virtual classroom, resource center, and hbrary of 
ethical codes of 13 professional engineering and science societies, with Web links to standards 
for professionals in math and health care. The address is http://ethics.cwru.edu/. The 
WWW Ethics Center site is also mirrored at http://www.cwru.edu/affil/wwwethics/.
The attendees were very receptive to Dr. Whitbeck’s lecture. The Center looks forward 
to the new and innovative ways that the topic of ethics will be introduced to the University 
through the efforts of our new Beamer-Schneider chairholder.
NEWS & NOTES
TAT J. FOR PAPERS
The American Society for Philosophy, 
Counseling, and Psychotherapy will have 
a program at the Twentieth World 
Congress of Philosophy August 10-16, 
1998 in Boston, MA. ASPCP is seeking 
submissions of papers for the event. 
Topics can be in all areas of philosophical 
practice, including theoretical and 
practical issues. Deadline for receipt of 
submissions is January 30, 1998.
Referees for submitted papers and 
commentators for the presentation of 
papers at the conference are also needed. 
Contact Dr. Kenneth F.T. Cust by email 
at KenCust@sprintmail.com or by phone 
at (816) 543-4268 for more information.
CONFERENCES
February 20-22, 1998, The Kenan Ethics 
Program at Duke University is hosting a 
conference titled, “Moral Education in a 
Diverse Society.” This conference will 
offer an opportunity for teachers, 
scholars, students and concerned citizens 
to explore the means and ends of moral 
education in a diverse society. The 
Keynote speaker will be Robert Coles, 
author of The Moral Intelligence of Children, 
The Spiritual life of Children, and The Call of 
Stories: Teaching and the Moral Imagination. 
For more information, contact Mindy 
Bankey at 910-228-1602 or toll free 888- 
224-4307.
DC lie
The 9* Annual National Conference on 
Applied Ethics, presented by the 
University College and Extension 
Services, California State University, Long 
Beach, will take place February 25-27, 
1998. The event titled, “Ethics: Fad or 
Future—^Have we been there? Done
that?” also requests a call for proposal
submissions, contact Delona Bersi by 
email at dbersi@uces.csulb.edu or by 
phone at (562) 985-8446 or
* ♦ ♦
The Association for Practical and 
Professional Ethics will be hosting its 
seventh annual meeting to be held in 
Dallas, TX. February 26-March 1, 1998. 
The keynote address which is titled, 
“Ethical Systems and Public Policy: The
National Bioethics Advisory Commission
Experience.” will be delivered by Harold 
Shapiro, President, Princeton University. 
Other features of the event will be: a 
mini-conference on “Ethics in the 
Accounting Profession.” Breakfast with 
an author, the Fourth Intercollegiate 
Ethics Bowl, and an Ethics Center 
Colloquium on “Acquiring Resources and 
Defining a Mission.” Contact the APPE 
for more information by Internet: 
APPE@INDIANA.EDU. or phone (812) 
855-6450.
COURSES
In the summer of 1998, the Ethics 
Institute at Dartmouth College will offer a 
Faculty Institute. This eight week 
program, running mid-June through early 
August, will model a multidisciplinary 
undergraduate course on the ethical, legal, 
and social issues of the Human Genome 
Project (HGP). Faculty will collaborate 
with leading experts on social implications 
of the HGP, examine cutting-edge social 
issues in human genetic research, learn 
skills in multidisciplinary teaching, and 
acquire knowledge, material, and support 
to successfully teach this course. Each 
participant will receive $2,500 to offset 
their expenses. Contact Barbara Hillinger 
presentations. For a listing of procedures 
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General Membership $25 Student Membership $5
Please make checks payable to Case Western Reserve University.
Mail to: Center for Professional Ethics 
233 Yost Hail
Case Western Reserve University 
10900 Euclid Avenue 
Cleveland, Ohio 44106*7057
